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AN UNRECOGNIZED MEANING OF THE VERB (HP 

By T. ERIC PEET, BA. 

Some time ago while I was reading Erman’s article (Aeg. Zeitschr. 50, pp. 104 ff.) 
on the use of the negative sdmtf- form in Egyptian it occurred to me that one of 
the most difficult examples of this use, viz. Pyr. 664, 

where the noun ntrw seems to be the logical object of the verb and not the logical 
subject as in other cases, could be solved by the simple assumption that ms can 
mean ‘ to be born ’ as well as ' to bear.’ Gardiner had already observed this and 
was at once able to point out another passage, Siut, PI. XT. 1. 1, where ms apparently 
has this intransitive meaning. Since then I have come across several more, dating 
from various periods, and they seem to me sufficient to demonstrate that the verb m$ 
had throughout not only a transitive meaning, 'to form’ or 'produce’ (especially of 
bearing children), but also an intransitive sense ' to be born.’ 

The examples known to me are the following. 

1. Pyr. 663-4, 

Pepi was born before the heaven came into being-before the gods were born. 

The construction with sdmtf in the sense of ' not yet ’ has been explained 

and illustrated by Erman 1 . The noun which follows the sdmtf- form is as usual its 
logical subject. But if ms means only 'to bear’ or 'form,’ n mst ntrw can only 
mean 'before the gods formed,’ which is nonsense. Erman avoids this by the 
hypothesis of a series of passive sdm-t-twf forms, of which mst is an example, the 
second t having been assimilated to the first. This expedient 2 , for which there is as 
yet no other evidence, is avoided by taking ms as meaning 'to be born.’ 

2. Pyr. 1210 a ||j (Merenra), parallel to j|j (] (] (Pepi), and other similar 

passages. 

Sethe ( Verbum , IT. 3) takes this as one of the rare examples of the old verbal 
use of the pseudoparticiple followed by its subject, and it may well be that he is 

1 Aeg. Zeitschr. 50, pp. 104 ff. 

2 It seems a little unlikely that of five parallel sdmtf forms in one sentence four should be 
active in meaning and one passive. 
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right, though the use of a pseudoparfciciple in the parallel passage, where there is no 
nominal subject, does not seem to me to amount to proof. As the form might also 
be a passive in w> I do not insist on the validity of this example as evidence of 
the intransitive sense of ms. It is, however, sufficient to make us pause before 
accepting the form as a pseudoparticiple. The sense would in any case be the same. 

3. Siut , PI. xr. 1. 1. 



Oh ye that live, oh ye that are upon earth, ye that are born and ye that are yet to be born ! 

Here we have a clear case, for it would be ridiculous to translate “Ye who shall 
bear children.” It may conceivably be argued that the infinitive in itself is both 
active and passive in meaning and that here it could mean ‘be born’ just as well 
as ‘ bear 9 even though ms had but the one transitive sense of ‘ bear.’ Those, however, 
who will examine the uses of r with the infinitive in the future sense will find 
that the expressed or implied grammatical subject is invariabty logical subject to 
the infinitive, never logical object 1 . In other words the infinitive in this phrase is 
always active and so, in this case, to make sense it must have an intransitive 
meaning. 


4. Stela of Sebek-khu. El Arabah , Pi. v. 1. 11. 


mmi 


** n m 
O n mi 

He says, I was born in year 27. 


Two restorations of the text are conceivable. We may restore in the lacuna 
or In favour of the first it should be said that it suits a slight trace 

which is visible on the stela, but which might just be an accidental mark. In either 
case we have the same difficulty if we accept the old transitive meaning for ms and 
take this form to be passive in w. Sethe ( Verbum , ll. 473) comments on the anomaly 

of this very form jjj (| (j ^ (an example A eg. Zeitschr. 1881, p. 116). The correct 

form would be (j] jl (j ^ ^ or [f| ^ ^ ^ (Pyr. P 698; M. 686). On the other 

hand if we suppose the verb to have also an intransitive meaning ‘ to be born/ 
this form can then be sdmf. It is now perfectly regular, for we have parallels both 


for - 


(Sinuhe, 11. 100, 203, 238) and for -( (1 ( Weni, 1. 10) 2 . 


5. St Petersburg, 1116 B, recto, 1. 29. 




£> O 

SI O 

A strange bird shall be born in the pools of the Delta. 


© 
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1 The curious infinitives with <=> in the Rhind Math. Pap. No. 82, may perhaps be quoted as 
exceptions, though the meaning there is not future. 

2 Since writing the above I have come across another example in Cairo M. K. stela 20518, 
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Here a reference to the context will show how much better is the meaning 
gained by the adoption of the intransitive use of ms. If we translate ‘ A strange 
bird shall bring forth ’ we lack a grammatical object, which indeed might conceivably 
be omitted; but the following words relate not to the offspring of the bird but to 
the bird itself. Had the fact of the bird producing offspring been the important 
point, the offspring would have been further referred to rather than the bird. 

6. Grave of a certain Userhet in Thebes. 


...generations 




I 

I 

I 


...generations which are not yet born. 


I give this last example with some diffidence, for I am not at all clear as to 
its construction. It is quoted by Erman as an example of the use of the negatived 

verb u:3=> ~ with ending ^ (replacing the negative sd/mtf of earlier Egyptian) in the 
sense of ‘ not yet/ But, since ms means ‘ to bear,’ Erman is driven to suppose that 
another ^ has dropped out after the first, just as in example 1 above he assumed 
the falling away of a second t, the first o or ^ being needed to give with the 
negative the sense of ‘not yet’ and the second to make the verb passive. By simply 
supposing an intransitive meaning for ms we avoid the rather unlikely assumption 
of the dropping out of 


However this may be, I think it will be granted that the above instances afford 
firm ground for the belief that throughout a considerable period of time the verb ms 
had an intransitive as well as a transitive meaning, that it could mean ‘ to be born ’ 
as well as ‘to bear* or ‘form/ Scholars will doubtless have little difficulty in adding 
to the number of examples of the use. 


1 I do not press this example, for it is possible that some other explanation of it might be 
given which would not involve the supposition of an intransitive sense for ms. It is peculiar in 

form, for the subject ^ or P is omitted after ^ , and [j| P j is an altogether unusual 
infinitive. Is it possible that in the plural strokes after Jjj p ^ we have the missing logical 
subject, and, if so, what is the construction of the whole? 



